CHINA CYCLE

opened up, and commodities were fairly plentiful except for
salt, shortage of which caused minor riots. Mails began to
arrive again. My letters came by sea to Hongkong, by air to
Kweilin, train to Hengyang and finally down-river by launch :
the Chinese Post Office is a magnificent institution, and never
let us down, even when it was operating under appalling diffi-
culties. But before the normal life of the province could be
resumed something had to be done about the mines.

The enterprising naval officer and his crews had sown over
six hundred mines between Siangtan, thirty miles upstream
from Changsha, and Siangyin, the same distance to the north.
Nobody knew exactly where they were, as they had been sown
at night and in haste. Launches were creeping up and down
the upper stretch of river, riding safely over the mines when the
water was high and picking their way between them when it
was low, but the lower stretch was still considered impassable.
The people waited for a while, hoping that the Government
would take steps, but nothing was done, and meanwhile an
ever-increasing concentration of junks, laden with the grain
from the Lake and all kinds of merchandise from Szechwan,
was accumulating at Siangyin. The merchants and junk-men
finally requested permission of the military to make the journey
as best they might, and were told that they could proceed at
their own risk.

One unforgettable November day, while the sun shone
bravely and a strong breeze blew steadily from the north,
twelve hundred skippers of twelve hundred junks hoisted their
sails, upped anchor and steered out into the stream. They did
not falter or hang back ; rather it developed into a race, each
eager to be the first to brave the lurking danger of the waters.
Soon one junk hit a mine and disintegrated with a frightful
detonation, then another, but the fleet came charging on.
Altogether fifteen went in fragments to the bottom, but the
great majority came safely, irresistibly to harbour. This was
an important occasion, both intrinsically and by implication.
I suppose that numerically this was the biggest concentration
of sailing craft seen since the Greeks routed the Persian fleet at
Salamis twenty-four hundred years ago. The expedition meant
the resumption of inter-port trade that is so great a part of the
life of China, but I thought the inner significance even more
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